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Abstract
Close to 500 persons, including government officials, transit system operators, city planners, car builders,
suppliers, and consultants, came to Boston Aug. 28-31 for a "National Conference on Light Rail Transit."
Although the size of the crowd was evidence of light rail's growing popularity (RA, Aug. 8, p. 36), the
conference also heard warnings about trends that could hamper the growth of light rail. Vukan R. Vuchic, pro-
fessor of transportation engineering at the University of Pennsylvania, discussed some of those disturbing
trends in a speech delivered at the meeting. Following are excerpts of his remarks.
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Moving people 
Heavy obstacles for light rail 
Close to 500 persons, including government officials, 
transit system operators, city planners, car builders, 
suppliers, and consultants, came to Boston Aug. 28-
31 for a "National Conference on Light Rail Transit." 
Although the size of the crowd was evidence of light 
rail's growing popularity (RA, Aug. 8, p. 36), the con-
ference also heard warnings about trends that could 
hamper the growth of light rail. Vukan R. Vuchic, pro­
fessor of transportation engineering at the University 
of Pennsylvania, discussed some of those disturbing 
trends in a speech delivered at the meeting. Following 
are excerpts of his remarks. 
By VU KAN R. VUCHIC 
Professor of Transportation Engineering, 
University of Pennsylvania 
The slow development of Light Rail Tran­
sit. particularly in this country, can be ex­
plained by a number of serious obstacles 
which we are facing. 
We have very deeply rooted double 
standards for different types of expendi­
tures. We tend to consider all private ex­
penditures as a desirable consumer behav­
ior which "moves the economy," but we 
tend to hold all public expenditures as·a 
suspicious investment which is often a 
"waste of taxpayers' money." A popular 
view is that if a person purchases an auto­
mobile with vinyl roof, push-button win­
dows, and power brakes (which can hardly 
make 10 miles per gallon), that represents 
a "desirable expenditure," while construc­
tion of new public facilities, such as transit 
lines, is an investment which should be 
minimized by all possible means. 
Does that really make sense? Should we 
consider the automobile industry as the 
most vital and most desirable basis of our 
entire economy? Shouldn't we include 
many public works for constructing per­
manent, efficient, and extremely useful fa. 
cilities as an even more attractive mover of 
our economy? Let us not forget that a ma­
jor factor in adopting the law which insti­
tuted the Interstate Highway System was 
creation of jobs and stimulation of our 
economy. We should now focus our forces 
on similar types of public works, but pri­
marily on those works which permanently 
benefit our cities and society. 
• "Closed-eyes happiness." Our
country is obviously in a state of what 
could be described as "closed-eyes happi­
ness." It is quite unpleasant to think 
about the worsening energy problem, so 
we choose to totally ignore it. The Presi­
dent's energy program, which is rather 
modest and possibly inadequate if his de­
scription of the seriousness of the problem 
is correct, has been attacked as too dras­
tic! 
If the problem was not so serious, it 
would be quite amusing to observe some 
representatives in the Congress declaring 
that with the 5-cent-a-gallon gasoline tax 
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"people will not be able to get to their 
work places." The same representatives do 
not express such concern when communi-
. ties run out of funds to support a mini­
mum bus service to large segments of our 
cities. This "let them eat cake" approach 
is hardly a sign of enlightened leadership. 
A major oversight in the energy pro­
gram has been a virtually total omission of 
consideration of transit as a major factor 
in improving energy efficiency. The Presi­
dent's program takes a popular but in­
correct view which contends that "we 
cannot get people out of their automo­
biles" and that the "role of transit is not 
significant." The former has been proved 
wrong in many cities, while the latter is in­
correct in its basic approach. 
It is neither the present volume of tran­
sit usage, nor its present role that should 
be considered. The potential of transit lies 
in its ability to serve a much larger share 
of urban travel if properly financed, de­
signed, and operated; with increased rid­
ership transit can effect a much greater 
energy saving than is now the case. The 
obstacles to LRT developments specifical­
ly, which hopefully we can influence more 
than the preceding ones, have included the 
following major factors: 
An extremely serious problem is the 
very high degree of major errors in both 
design of rail transit systems, and in man­
ufacturing of rail vehicles, control sys­
tems, and other components. Due to seri­
ous incompetence in these fields, we have 
actually "invented" a new version of tran­
sit modes: rapid transit with low reliabil­
ity. This is directly contrary to one of the 
basic characteristics of rail transit. In doz­
ens of cities around the world this mode 
has been operating with reliabilities very 
close to 100% for many decades. The new 
rapid transit system in Munich had two 
significant delays during the first year of 
operation. Some of our new systems have 
that many delays on a "regular basis" 
every week, or often in one day. 
Let me point out the fact that if tele­
phones in Albania do not work well, that is 
hardly a proof that the telephone system 
as a means of communication is inefficient 
and unreliable. Yet, the opponents of rail 
are trying to say that because some of our 
new rail systems have frequent break­
downs, rail transit in general is ineffective 
and unreliable. Not only transit operators, 
but millions of rail transit users in New 
York, London, Berlin, and many other 
cities know very well that high reliability is 
one of the basic inherent- characteristics of 
properly designed and �completely man­
aged rail transit. They a·lso know that rail 
transit is a major asset of their cities. 
While debates and criticisms of urban 
transportation planning can be useful and 
productive, this is the case only with con­
structive criticism. We do have, unfortu­
nately, a vocal group of professional critics 
who are usually opposed to all improve­
ments of not only public transportation, 
but of cities in general. Because of the ma­
jor role of rail transit in cities, this mode is 
their primary target. 
• Shades of Luddites. Most of these
critics explain all conceivable problems
very simply: by rail technology. (They re­
mind us of the Luddites in England, the
group of extremists who, about 150 years
ago, blamed machines for their unemploy­
ment and tried to solve the problem by de­
stroying them!) According to them, rub­
ber-tired vehicles on highways, ranging
from buses down to jitneys and car pools
would offer better and cheaper service. A
truly classic proposal was the one suggest­
ing that in cities without transit people
who do not own cars could use taxis or
rent-a�car for many of their trips. This
would, presumably, make a suitable solu­
tion for people on welfare, if we neglect the
problem that they would stay without
food!
The facts that separate right of way is 
the key to transit performance and for 
competitiveness with the automobile, re­
gardless of transit technology, and that 
such right-of-way is the main element.in 
investment cost, again regardless of tech- , 
nology, are completely ignored. Successful 
rail systems, such as the Lindenwold Line, 
and the LRT, for which most of the criti­
cism would be invalid, are not mentioned. 
It is very unfortunate that the extremely 
unrealistic planning for the year 2000 or 
2020 utilizing large computer models and 
producing megalomanic plans, which was 
the fashion of the 1960s, has now been 
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